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OPINION 
A dream for the future of public health 
Mary E. Guinan, MD, PhD 
The following is a commencement 
address Dr. Guinan delivered at the 
Emory University School of Public 
Health in May /992, just weeks after 
riots erupted in response to the Rod-
ney King verdict. Her remarks were 
very timely, but her message is time-
less. It is just as relevant today, more 
than a year later, as it was that 
day.- Eds. 
In an editorial in 
th e New York 
Times e ntitl e d 
" I f N o t No w , 
Wh e n ?" 1 A. M. 
Rosenthal wrote, 
" Americans look 
a t the case of Rod-
ney King and most of them come to 
the same hard conclusions: A crime 
was committed against the ma n. The 
police-perpetrators escaped punish-
ment. Then criminals took to the 
streets to burn a nd kill . There is no 
excuse for this. But when the rock was 
lifted, under it were not only rioters, 
but millions of other Americans who 
were shouting, for God's sake, listen." 
Let us listen. The discipline of pub-
lic health attracts idealists like you, 
who want to make the world a better 
place for huma nity. We need you. Let 
us ma ke the Rodney King verdict a 
part of public health history. Was 
there anything more moving than 
seeing the man, Rodney King, in front 
of the television camera pleading for 
the violence to stop? "It's got to stop," 
he said, " it's got to stop." 
Rosentha l's editoria l a lso said , " In 
a sudden and intensely importa nt way 
this country has become more united 
emotiona lly than it has been for de-
cades a nd, therefore, has greater rea-
son for hope." We have reason for 
hope. You a re part of tha t hope. We 
in public hea lth have committed our-
selves to being part of the solution to 
violence. A team of public hea lth 
workers is in Los Angeles now, study-
ing the events a nd developing hypo-
theses to test how to prevent and con-
trol violence. It is just the beginn ing of 
a new era of public hea lth ta king on 
this social problem. Twenty years ago 
violence was not addressed as a major 
public health problem. Now it is 
pushing into the forefront. We have 
finally recognized that violence is bad 
for our health. 
What are the contributions of rac-
ism a nd poverty to this violence? Not 
only the stupefying violence of the 
past few weeks, but a ll the violence 
that has emerged in our nation. And 
sexism. What is the contribution of 
sexism to violence against women in 
the form of rape? Rape is a n act of 
violence so frequent that we are 
numbed to its significance a nd for 
which the vict ims are still bla med. 
Rape has never been addressed as a 
major public hea lth problem in this 
country, but who would deny that it 
is? Rape is ha rmful to our hea lth . 
And poverty. In the United States 
one in five children are born into the 
lowest leve l of poverty every yea r . The 
richest country in the world. What 
does the future hold for these chil-
dren, our most precious resource? Is it 
joblessness, poverty, a nd despa ir? We 
can do better. We know tha t a child 
who enters a nd completes a H ead 
S ta rt program is less likely to become 
a high-school dropout, less like ly to 
become pregna nt in high school, and 
less likely to go to prison. Yet we do 
not have the political will to fu ll y fund 
Head Start, nor the mora l courage to 
dema nd it. In the richest country in 
the world 20% of our children are 
likely to be trapped in the cycle of 
poverty. Is poverty a public hea lth 
problem? Yes! Poverty is harmful to 
our hea lth . Yet public hea lth practi-
tioners never attempted to systemat-
ica lly address poverty, a contributing 
cause to many of ou r illnesses-phys-
ica l, psychologica l, a nd socia l. We 
have never had a comprehensive pub-
lie health effort to prevent a nd control 
poverty. 
Why not? W hy not now? Can the 
Rodney King verdict unite us in our 
resolve to do th is? Let us make th is 
verdict a turning point for public 
hea lth in addressing the fundamenta l 
problems of the people of our nation, 
especially those who a re most vulner-
a ble. Let us not be bound by what was 
previously defined as public health. 
Public hea lth is socia l justice. We 
have a role to play in the solution of 
our country's social problems. Tha t 
role is not yet clearly defined. We 
must sta rt the process. You will be our 
leaders . We welcome you and support 
you. 
What about racism a nd sexism? 
Are these public hea lth problems? 
Let us recognize some of the public 
hea lth legacies of these isms. The US 
Public H ea lth Service conducted a 
study in Macon County, Alabama, 
now known as the Tuskegee Study, 
from 1932 to 1972, on the natural 
history of syphi lis in black men. These 
men were not t reated with penicillin 
when it became ava ilable in the ea rl y 
1950s. It wasn't until a na t ional pu b-
lic outcry that the study was stopped 
a nd the survivors were fi nally t reated 
in 1972. This study is probably the 
single greatest cause of black mistrust 
of public hea lth offic ia ls. The mistrust 
has given rise to one of the most pro-
foundly entrenched myths in the black 
community: tha t A IDS is a genocidal 
plot against black people by the gov-
ernment. Of a selected sample of 
middle-class black church-going men 
a nd women, 30% believed that AIDS 
was a form of genocide a nd 35% were 
unsure. How does this legacy of rac-
ism inhibi t our ability to bring a n ef-
fective AI OS prevention program in to 
the black comm unity? How long will 
it ta ke to repair the harm done? How 
do we repa ir it? 
And sexism . Let us exami ne sexism 
in the problem of teen pregnancy. 
When I was growing up I was taught 
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that men could not control their sex-
ual impulses. It was my duty as a 
woman to keep the man from "going 
too far," not to tempt him beyond his 
capacity to control himself. Is this not 
a sexist belief? That men cannot con-
trol their impulses? If they can't, they 
have no business being president of 
the United States or the leader of any 
country. And yet this legacy lingers. 
When an unmarried teenage girl has 
an unplanned pregnancy, she a lone is 
blamed. She should have kept him 
from going too far. She should have 
protected herself. She should know 
better. She deserves what she gets. He 
gets off. Why is it that we have never 
had a systematic pregnancy preven-
tion program for teenage boys? Do we 
really believe tha t they can't control 
their impulses? If not as teenagers, 
when? Is this not a sexist legacy? 
Why is it that victims of racism 
may be perpetrators of sexism and 
victims of sexism perpetrators of rac-
ism? We have only to look at the 
Clarence Thomas-Anita Hill hear-
ings to see the hatred of white men 
toward black women, black men to-
ward black women, white men toward 
white women, and black and white 
women toward all men. We can do 
better. 
I would like to tell you about one of 
my public health heroes, a woman 
who overcame these isms and worked 
for social justice. Her name is So-
journer Truth. She was born a slave in 
1797 and lived with a series of cruel 
masters. In 1827 she was sold to a 
man who set her free. She became a 
reformer who dedicated herself to the 
abolition of slavery and women's 
rights causes. Sojourner was a la rge 
woman, about six feet tall. She had no 
formal education and never learned to 
read and write, but she was a charis-
matic speaker and did much to ad-
vance her causes. In 1851 she at-
tended a women's rights convention 
uninvited and unannounced. The con-
ference was organized by white 
women who were very uncomfortable 
with the appearance of a black 
woman. White men turned out in 
large numbers to heckle and deride 
the women, saying women couldn't do 
men's work because Jesus had or-
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dained it, that women should be pro-
tected from the harsher aspects of life 
because they were delicate and should 
dedicate themselves to being mothers. 
The white women were fighting a los-
ing battle. Then Sojourner Truth arose 
and gave this impassioned speech: 
That man over there says women 
need to be helped into ca rriages and 
lifted over ditches, a nd to have the 
best places everywhere. Nobody ever 
helps me into carriages or over mud 
puddles, or gives me any best place. 
And ain't I a woman? Look at me. 
Look at my arms. I have ploughed 
and planted and gathered into barns, 
and no man could best me. And ain't 
I a woman? I could work as much 
and eat as much as a man-when I 
could get it- and bear the lash as 
well. And a in't I a woman? I have 
born 13 children and seen them most 
all sold off to slavery a nd when I cried 
out with my mother's grief, none but 
Jesus heard me. And ain't I a wom-
an? 2 
Can you imagine the impact of this 
speech? She faced white women with 
their racism and white men with their 
·sexism. Oh, how I longed for a So-
journer Truth during the Clarence 
Thomas hearings. 
I would like to close by adapting a 
quote from the Reverend Martin 
Luther King Jr. Dr. King said "I have 
a dream that one day on the red hills 
of Georgia, sons of former slaves and 
sons of former slaveholders will be 
able to sit down together at the table 
of brotherhood."3 I would like to 
adapt that to "Can we not dream that 
the sons and daughters of all Ameri-
cans and all the citizens of the world 
will respect and honor each other's 
humanity a nd stand up in unity to de-
mand and work for social justice for 
us a ll." That is my dream for the fu-
ture of public health. Thank you and 
good luck to you all. 
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BOOK REVIEWS, continued 
with many thought-provoking com-
ments and observations. 
This is definitely the right book at 
the right t ime. It can be a guide and 
solace for physicians as we face daily 
realities of funding limitations and 
political debates about health care 
reform. Why not send a copy to your 
favorite politician with a note that it 
is a wise society that attempts to learn 
from its past? We are a ll wondering 
where we are going. This book can 
help us learn where we have been and 
how we got there. 
Jacqueline J . Wertsch, MD 
Milwaukee, Wisconsin 
AMW A NEWS, continued 
Camille Mermod Award-to the 
nonphysician who has rendered ex-
ceptional service to AMW A; 
Bertha Van Hoosen Award-to the 
member who has rendered excep-
tional service to AMW A; 
Calcium Nutrition Education 
Award-to the AMW A member who 
has done the most to educate the 
public about the need for good cal-
cium nutrition. 
For more information or to submit 
nominations, contact Marie Glanz, 
AMWA, 801 North Fairfax St., Suite 
400, Alexandria, VA 22314; 703-
838-0500. 
All India Congress 
The Association of Medical Women 
in India is hosting a congress in Cal-
cutta on December 18 and 19, 1993. 
Themes of the meeting include health 
in women and children, safe mother-
hood, adolescent problems, and the 
value of diagnostic aids. All MWIA 
members a re invited. Registration for 
overseas delegates is $100. To register 
or for more information, write: Orga-
nizing Secretary, Secretariat, I 0 Pro-
tapaditya Rd, Calcutta 700026, In-
dia . 
